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Introduction
The first piece I knew I wanted in my portfolio was “Ernest.” It’s a story that I feel
showcases my slightly immature sense of humor and writing style. So, to go along with this type
of fiction, I brainstormed fun stories I could write about Ernest the Earnest as a grown-up knight,
or pirate brothers’ sibling rivalry, or a girls’ basketball team full of wacky characters and
conflicts. I assumed my portfolio would be made up of fictional and comical short stories.
However, Dr. Housholder, being the wise and practiced scholar that he is, advised me to
write whatever I had in me at this time in my life. Then, because they would all be from me,
where I am now, a coherent theme would likely emerge, and I was to worry about discovering it
another time.
My portfolio, you may notice, is primarily nonfictional and not particularly funny. I think
part of the reason I typically like to write funny pieces is because it feels self-indulgent and selfpitying to write about any of my personal struggles or sad memories. I tend to worry that I will
sound whiny and spoiled because of my “problems.” Not to mention all of those common
challenges that come with writing about real experiences and real people, especially when they
may read it someday.
But I discovered that I don’t have to just write funny and wacky stories or melodramatic,
“woe is me” pieces. I can live in the middle ground and simply write what is real. Therefore,
these six pieces ultimately contain the theme of the impact of family, for better or for worse.
The project starts with my sister and ends with my brother. “Earplugs” is a flash creative
nonfiction that inspired the name of this project because I felt it was a succinct representation of
feeling like I clashed with my family. It’s a fun childhood anecdote about when I was an
annoying little sister. I still love stories and I’m still very gullible.
I wrote “Growing Up Throwing Up” because I had been avoiding writing about my
vomiting for a long time due to its surviving presence in my life. It has become a very regular
part of my story and this felt like a healthy way to approach it. It was fascinating for me to
explore how my feelings about it changed over time, with the final section of the story depicting
my spiraling thought-processes that lead to anxiety. It also serves as an example of what can
happen when something like anxiety is suppressed an ignored. It won’t go away or get any
better, but it can become what feels like a part of your identity.
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My two fiction pieces lie together in the middle, and even they reflect some forms of a
family unit’s dynamic. Reflecting on those two pieces, I realized what should have been blatantly
obvious to me – that Ernest is drawn to adults who listen to him and have more nurturing
qualities, just as Katherine takes a liking to a man who supports her both financially and
emotionally one summer.
The “Do You Even Like Boys?” story is a glimpse of my extended family’s dynamic, but
also reveals the underlying longing for my parents to defend me, for my father to come to my
rescue (like a gallant knight, if you will).
My dad shows love in many ways: through how hard he works to provide a world of
opportunities for his family, by telling jokes, sharing his favorite music with me while we did
yard work, coming to all of our games and plays, taking us to church every Sunday, showing us
off to his friends, pushing us to get jobs and work hard in school, playing cards or doing the
People’s crossword, playing catch, and all those things you would want a dad to do.
I surprised myself the most with the letter to my brother because it became clear to me
that I had been comparing him to my dad. Is it a fair Comparison? I don’t think so. Nothing
could convince me my father doesn’t love me more than himself. But I do remember wanting
nothing more than to make my parents proud (doesn’t everyone?) and not always receiving the
affection I craved. I’m the youngest of four, with my oldest sibling, Ross, being eleven years my
senior, and I often felt overshadowed by my perpetually smarter and cooler siblings. So, the
letter is a bit of a thank you note to Ross for providing some of the emotional attention I was
lacking at times.
Mary Karr says in her memoir The Liar’s Club, “A dysfunctional family is any family
with more than one person in it. In other words, the boat I can feel so lonely in actually holds us
all.” Family will fail you. Family will hurt you. That’s okay, that’s how it’s supposed to be. I
think it’s what you do with that once you can make sense of it that’s important. This project also
served as a reminder for me of how beneficial it can be to reflect on my feelings and process why
things have stayed with me the way they did.
My hope as you read this project is that you will spend some time getting to know me
better through it. I hope it causes you to think of your own childhood. I hope you reflect on your
family and how they helped shape who you would become. I hope there is something in it you
connect with or that makes you laugh or reminds you to give your loved ones an extra hug.
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Earplugs
“I’m putting my invisible earplugs in now, so I won’t be able to hear you, okay?”
“Aw, okay.”
I watched my big sister pull open the drawer of her nightstand and stick her hand in
before removing it in a tightly-wrapped fist. She looked at me, pressing her lips into a closed
smile and reached for her bubblegum pink lamp. She was in the 4th grade and practically a grown
up to my 5-year-old brain.
I heard her slide Side A into the mouth of her blue cassette player. I immediately knew it
was Side A because we had played this episode of Adventures in Odyssey last night.
“Jenna?” I waited a moment for no response. “Jennaaa,” I called a little louder. But I
knew that once those invisible earplugs were in there was no chance of a reply. She had a special
kind that expanded in her ears. She had explained to me that “expanded” meant they got bigger.
So, I rolled onto my back, staring into the darkness. I hung on to each word still, each
sound effect. Even though I knew exactly what would happen next, I listened as if it would end
differently this time.
I pressed my leg against the wall under my covers to feel its cooler temperature. Mom
had let us each pick a color to paint our bedroom so she wouldn’t have to hear us argue over
choosing one. Jenna picked a green, probably to avoid being too girly, and I wanted my walls to
be bright purple – the two colors that go together only if you’re a singing dinosaur.
There was a line of tape on the carpet, separating our halves of the room in between the
feet of our touching twin beds. The head of her bed was by the window and mine on the opposite
wall by the door. She could cross onto my side of the room to get to the closet and the door, but I
could never have an excuse to cross onto her side.
Eventually the familiar click of spindles running out of tape came. Even the fictional
company I kept would leave without a goodnight. How was I supposed to fall asleep when it was
quiet enough in there to hear my sister’s mouth-breathing?
Not even a little bit tired, I started to sing to myself. Jenna jolted awake, sitting straight
up. I giggled at the dark outline of her wild hair in front of the window until I realized, “You can
hear me!”
All of her annoyance disappeared into the realization that she had been caught, and she
tried to explain that one of them had simply fallen out.

Abraham 5

Growing Up Throwing Up
I woke up in a sweat. The red numbers on my digital clock glowed 6:03 a.m., a good
while before my alarm to get up for school was supposed to go off. I recognized the certain
salivating sensation filling my little mouth, so I hopped out of bed and ran across the hall to the
toilet. I always made it to the toilet.
My mother heard the repetitive coughs and flushes and knew too well to come check on
me. It was the eleventh time of that academic year. She looked down at my skinny, prepubescent
body crouching in front of the toilet bowl, rocking slightly back and forth.
With a genuine sympathetic expression, she turned to call the unsurprised school
secretary to inform her that yes, she was going to take me to the doctor again soon. My now
emptied stomach settled down with the knowledge that it could head back to bed for the day.
At first the pediatrician thought it might be food allergies. I gave up things like red food
dye and popcorn and made sure not to snack too late at night, but these episodes would continue
to occur in the coming years.

***
My first day of 7th grade was at a new school. It was a small Christian one my sisters
went to but felt big to me because I had three other kids in my grade at my previous school. I
dwelled on how I thought growing up with the same few classmates gave me a social
incompetence in the real world.
I wore mascara and did my hair in the hopes that attention would be taken away from my
braces and everything below them. I had never navigated traveling between these alien
classrooms before, but I was eventually successful in finding my 1st period science class. I
walked in to be greeted by 17 pairs of eyes on me. Somehow, all but two of them belonged to
boys.
Avoiding eye contact, I half smiled in an attempt to look friendly while the knots in my
stomach tightened. The boy-girl ratio imbalance forced me to focus on how harshly these boys
must have been judging me compared to a school where I could blend in unnoticed. I assumed
they were all disappointed that the new girl wasn’t very cool or pleasing to look at.
I desperately scanned the room until I found a seat in the back row by the only two girls
there. They smiled and introduced themselves as Bailey and Becca, but they were already close
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friends and understandably more interested in each other than making small talk with a kid
resembling a shaking skeleton.
The teacher, Mrs. Hope, was pretty, even with her dark hair bumped up into a beehive
firmly hair sprayed on top of her head. She was a slightly intimidating hockey mom, but she
opened the class with prayer, which I thought was nice because everyone would have their eyes
shut and I could breathe for a few seconds.
Or so I thought. The churning in my abdomen was becoming unbearable.
Times when I knew I wouldn’t be able to make it to a toilet I had typically vomited in my
mouth and swallowed it back down. So, finally refusing to continue to swallow my own stomach
acids, I turned to the nearest trash can behind me and let myself throw up into it.
It had felt like my best option at the time.
My years of practice had allowed me to be practically silent, and nobody heard me throw
up. The prayer was still dragging on for what felt like five minutes. God-forbid I interrupt the
prayer to make a scene, so I sat back in my seat and waited for the “Amen.” Then, I put a timid
hand in the air and quietly said, “Um, I just threw up.”
It was a fascinatingly long moment. The teacher stared at me trying to read if my
expression would give away some sign that I was attempting a joke. The students were looking
at each other unsure if they should laugh or not.
When we all got on the same page, Mrs. Hope directed me to the office before adding,
“Why don’t you take the trash can with you into the hall.”
As I dragged this trash can nearly the same size as me behind me, I did my best to avoid
the now 18 pairs of eyes following me out. “I thought it was a sneeze,” I heard a boy whisper in
amazement to his friend.
I’m one heck of a first impression if I may say so myself.
The school office called my father, which was an unfortunate mirroring of my mother
having to call me in sick. When I told him what happened, he responded that I was just nervous
and to go back to class.
“Dad, it’s in my hair,” I said.
“You’ll be fine. I’ll see you tonight.”
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The secretary’s mouth dropped when I told her I’d be heading to my next class. I tried to
clean myself up in the bathroom, where I discovered the horrors of automatic toilets, which
continue to flush while you puke into them so that you can get dirty water to splash back up at
your face and draw more attention to an already bizarre situation. Who doesn’t love attention?
Physically feeling much better, I noted my reflection at the sink. I looked as pathetic as I
felt. I had this fear of not evolving. Fear that I was reverting back to the inescapable babyhood
that would never leave me. Fear that my late blooming would cause a glitch in my system that
kept me the same age on the inside. I sighed, grabbed my backpack, and searched for my next
class.
It was Bible class. I was unhappy to discover most of the same kids from my last class
were in this one, too. The teacher was a tall man in his seventies who stopped me before I could
take a seat to say, “I know it’s the first day, so I’m going to give you grace for being late this
time.”
The cherry on top, really.
Not bothering to explain, I thanked him and sat down.
“She just threw up” the same voice that thought I had sneezed said quietly as if unsure
saying it louder would embarrass me further. I looked over at the boy. He had blonde hair and
green eyes and I would surely come to develop an obsession with him. The elderly teacher,
however, didn’t hear a thing and continued into his introductory spiel for a class I remember next
to nothing about.
I always made it to a toilet after that.
Each grade older, the same front desk secretary came to be almost as unsurprised as I was
that I was making my annual trip to the school phone for someone to pick me up and just let me
get back to my bed. “You’re usually the life of the party!” she would say. “You seem to have so
many friends,” was another unhelpful classic. I would smile and thank her because I was always
a painfully polite person.
Since I wasn’t sick very often outside of the first few days of the school year and I
typically was only missing syllabus days and assemblies, my mother started letting me come
home when I threw up, God bless her.
***
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Normally my day is enhanced when a professor announces we’ll be having class outside,
but today when the fateful words leave her lips it is unfortunate. It’s unfortunate because I was
planning to excuse myself to the restroom during class to throw up, but now I’ll have to either
hold it longer or walk all the way back in front of everyone, with my professor wondering why I
couldn’t have used my own time before or after our 50-minute class to go to the restroom.
I can’t tell her I was dry-heaving over the grass on my way to class, which means it’s
particularly bad today because I can’t even control it for the ten minutes it takes to walk to the
Psych building. And I can’t miss class because he’s in that class with me and we’re getting
coffee right after it. Except coffee on a very empty stomach seems like a mislabeled prescription,
so I’ll be getting a smoothie, which I’m overthinking because ordering a smoothie from a coffee
place will probably make me look like a child.
The image of his face when I had compulsively asked him to hang out appears and I can’t
figure out if my memory has distorted it into a look of disappointment and reluctance when it
was really shocked or flattered. Does he want to, or does he feel bad for how nervous I was when
I backtracked into clarifying it was purely to ask him about his grad school plans? Did I seem
desperate? Is he telling his friends he’ll signal them when he needs to be bailed out of the
uncomfortable situation I’m forcing him into?
I remind myself how little of a deal it really is, how quickly he’ll forget about it, how he’s
graduating soon and I had nothing to lose. Anyone would be happy that someone wants to get to
know them better, and he’s a kind person. If anything, I hope I can at least give him a self-esteem
boost.
After holding it for about thirty minutes, I excuse myself to the bathroom. I’m overlyaware of people watching me walk back to the building, which probably makes me walk even
less like a human girl.
I take a deep breath once I’m alone in the stall. Both knees pop when I squat before the
porcelain. The Psych building has one of the bathrooms I’ve made mental note of for having
non-automatic toilets. There’s the library, the art building, the dining commons, and the one big
stall in my dorm with a conveniently broken sensor.
That familiar immediate relief unravels the knots in my stomach. When a single plop of a
tear sends ripples through the toilet water, I know it’s from the physical strain and nothing
internal. That was replaced with numb disregard years ago.
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I rinse my mouth out in the sink and stand back up to see an exceedingly pale reflection,
tired eyes, and a popping eye vessel or two. Glad he’ll have this lovely view to sit across from
for the next hour. If he lasts that long.
I consider telling him I’m sick, getting back into my bed, and never rescheduling, but I
don’t. I already made this too big of a deal to back out now. So, I stop feeling sorry for myself
because I’m not about to let this ever be the reason I give up.
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ERNEST
Once there was a particularly fat and perpetually perspiring peasant named Pat. He did
not generally like people. He especially did not like his family, and in his family, he disliked
most of all his only son Ernest. Pat would often lament to him how he suffered girl after girl
before finally having a son, but what he got was worse than having another girl. For young
Ernest did not take any of the same interests as his father. Ernest refused to wear his tights, he
was too easily bored with sewing, terrible at knitting, and utterly useless in the kitchen.
This greatly annoyed Pat because he imagined these were the sorts of dignified activities
to make one feel like a nobleman, something he had little experience with. Instead, Ernest
excelled at what Pat thought was a fool’s sport: sword fighting. He was slender and quick, a
natural athlete like his sisters, Dorothea, Quinn, and Patsy (Pat had been certain that the third
would be a boy he could name after himself), and they were four little disappointments as far as
Pat was concerned.
Ernest’s mother, Erma, was arranging the firewood that she had collected, carried, and
chopped herself. She was about 7 stone of solid muscle and exceptionally plain. She labored day
after day because she understood that her husband had to go and work all day in the dreary castle
dungeons of Lord Edmund II. With four rambunctious children to look after, the woman had
developed a consistently stern voice and attitude.
“Go wake your father up before he’s late again,” she ordered Dorothea, “I swear that
churl could sleep all year if I let him.”
Dorothea knew the routine. She dragged Quinn along to help her roll their oversized
father out of bed. Ernest had removed his tights and begun to chase Patsy around the tiny living
room, his lanky limbs flailing a wooden sword. When their mother dropped a small log into the
fireplace, soot puffed back at her, settling on her face and apron. Ernest went over to her and
started to clean her off with the tights he had removed.
Erma was swatting his arm away when Pat waddled in, “Whut’s fis?”
“Actually,” Erma spit black soot onto the floor, “It’s annual ‘bring your son to work
day.’”
“What!” Ernest protested.
“Whu-ut?!” Pat was just slow. “Fis is the first I heard-a such a fing!” His look of
befuddlement allowed his dead tooth to be on full display through his patchy beard.
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“That’s because it’s annual starting now. I just cooked it up a moment ago,” Erma
replied, stepping over a rat by her feet.
“I don’t want to take the boy wif me! I need my daily time away from your children,
Erma,” he mopped the sweat that was already accumulating on his forehead with his cloth hat.
“How could I possibly relax in the dungeons if he’s crying over spilt mead again?”
“That was Quinn, you old fopdoodle,” Erma poked one of the food stains on her
husband’s shirt, eliciting a snicker from Ernest.
“Doesn’t mattah! Point is, I don’t like fis one,” Pat was staring at Ernest.
Ernest dropped the dirty tights he was holding. “Like you’re such a sweet treat to be
stuck in a castle dungeon with all day!” And today of all days, Ernest thought to himself.
“You warsh that muck out of your snout, boy!” Pat yelled.
“I’ve gotten used to your stench by now, thanks.”
Pat was dumbfounded.
Erma sighed impatiently, “A snout is a nose, Pat.”
“You know, that thing on your face you breathe so loud out of,” Ernest added as he
darted toward the doorway his sisters were watching from.
“And snore,” Dorothea chimed in before turning back into their shared bedroom.
Pat shook his fist at Erma. “Whutevah. I’d like to go one mornin wifout yous correcting
every little fing I say, woman.”
“It’s the evening.”
Much to his dismay, Pat took his son into the castle dungeons. He squeezed himself
through the entrance of the darkest, dampest, dirtiest, and dullest domain of Lord Edmund II’s
elaborate castle. Ernest followed closely behind. When they reached the bottom of the steep
stairwell, Ernest leapt over a large puddle and waited for his father to stop wheezing from the
physical exertion. In the stone dungeon was a short hallway separating the six small cells, three
on each side.
The tall dungeon guard Pat was replacing stood when they entered. His large, exposed
biceps were illuminated by the torch light and he was donning an impressive beard. “You’re
late,” he said in a low, husky voice. Ernest noticed the large sword strapped to the man’s side
and wondered how his father could still think it was a waste of time to practice.
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“I had to bring me bratty s–”
“Please shut up,” the guard interjected. Pat obeyed. If only it were always that easy,
Ernest thought. “We received a third prisoner last night.”
“Whut’s his name?”
“Marguerite,” the guard said as he handed him the big set of keys. Pat laughed heartily at
this. Ernest thought he saw the strapping dungeon guard blush for a fleeting second, but then he
grunted and leapt up the steps to end his shift. He never noticed Ernest, who had been standing
behind the mass of his father.
Ernest’s father turned to him, surprised he was still there. “Don’t touch anyfing or talk to
anyone,” Pat commanded. “I’m in a good mood, so I’ll be generous and show yous how you
could end up in one of dese cells if I see yous up to any buffoon business.”
Ernest rolled his eyes and followed his father past the first and second prisoners, both
asleep on their cell’s floor. When Pat reached the third cell to see the newcomer his jaw nearly
bounced off his protruding belly.
“Who are yous? Whut are you doing here?” Pat asked.
“I am a prisoner,” came a smooth voice.
“Impossible! Why…why yora pretty lady,” his voice echoed through the dungeon. Ernest
liked looking at her and, with a slight nod of his head, agreed with his father for the first time.
“Well,” she replied, “be that as it may, but the fact is I am still a prisoner. And these
gentlemen are also prisoners. And this is a prison. Need I continue or has this information been
of some service?”
“Father,” Ernest objected, “mum says it’s rude to stare at a lady’s breasts.”
Closing his mouth, Pat shook his fat face and started sweating again, “Whut did I tell yous about
talking?” He slapped the back of his son’s head and went to sit where the handsome guard had
been. Ernest lowered himself to the cold stone floor and set his hands on his lap. His father
pulled a ball of purple yarn out from his cloak and began knitting happily.
Before the hour passed, Ernest’s father was snoring.
“You do know you are smarter than that oaf, do you not?”
Surprised, Ernest stood and turned toward the voice. The woman was leaning against the
cell wall with her arms folded, waiting for an answer. He looked at his father.
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“Don’t worry about imm,” the second prisoner’s slow voice chimed in, “he always sleeps
deepah than me grandad. And that’s saying lots, considering he’s dead and all.”
At that, Marguerite raised her eyebrows and looked back at the boy, “I think it a shame
when children are treated like dogs. Especially when they seem to be perfectly fine young
people.”
“I miss my dogs,” said the first prisoner sadly. Ernest peered into his cell to see the halfconscious peasant in a fetal position.
“Well,” Ernest finally spoke, but he hesitated.
“It’s alright,” the woman said gently.
“He yells at me no matter how good I am. It makes him happy to get angry with me, so
that’s why I give him so many things to get mad about.”
Marguerite stared at him, “Makes perfect sense to me.”
Ernest noticed the second prisoner nodding. Ernest thought it was strange for grown-ups
to listen to him as if he had something worth saying. He felt more at ease with these prisoners
than he did practicing fencing.
“What did you do? To get thrown in here, I mean.”
Marguerite didn’t blink, “To put it plainly, I placed poison in the porridge of a pompous,
privileged, prat of a person called Prince Pellington.”
Pondering this for a period, Ernest asked, “Did he die?”
“I am not certain a man without a heartbeat can.”
“I fink I may love yous,” the slow-talking prisoner blurted out.
“What’s gonna happen to you?” Ernest asked.
“If the trial goes well, they may allow me to be hanged before they drop me into the vat
of boiling oil.”
“All for a bloody bowl of porridge?”
“When you put it that way it almost sounds cruel and unusual.” She smiled, but Ernest
was upset by this. Marguerite noticed his distress and changed the subject, “So, how old are you,
young sir?”
“I’m thirteen today,” he replied. Marguerite unfolded her arms and stood straight.
“You mean to tell me your father brought you to a filthy dungeon on your thirteenth
birthday?”
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“I don’t think he remembers my name is Ernest half the time.”
“Ernest, you listen to me,” Marguerite’s tone was suddenly serious, “Do not let vermin
like that control you. You have so much life left to live and no time to waste it. Take it from
someone who has near run out.” Without warning, Ernest’s eyes filled with tears. He blinked
hard and wiped his face with his sleeve before straightening up like a soldier.
“Lady Marguerite,” the crack in his thirteen-year-old voice didn’t deter him from his
bravery, “we’re going to break you out of here. I have a plan.”
All three of the prisoners were fully awake now. They were pressed against the bars to
watch Ernest bend to the ground beside his father, who was still slumped in a serene slumber.
Ernest quickly and quietly slid the two knitting needles from the uneven shreds of a purple sweat
rag Pat had been working on. Ernest was placing them in his belt like a sword sheath when his
father abruptly stopped snoring. Ernest froze in place. He shot a quick glance at the prisoners.
They held their breaths for what seemed like an eternity.
Then, Pat let out an earth-rumbling snore and his rhythmic breathing continued. Ernest
and the prisoners exhaled in unison as Ernest slowly backed up toward Marguerite’s cell.
“You shore those’ll work?” the slow-talking prisoner asked Ernest.
“I doubt I’ll even need them. The man can’t get himself out of bed,” he whispered back.
“Dats a fair point. I dunno why a man’d want to knit anyhow. ‘Specially if he’s wuhse at
it than me granny, and that’s saying lots, considering she’s dead and all.”
Marguerite held back a small smile. Ernest pulled down a bowl from the small stack that
sat upon the only shelf in the back of the dungeon. As he turned, he tripped over his own lanky
legs and fumbled with the bowl until letting it drop from his hands. He braced himself for the
certain clang that would stir his father –
But it never came. He opened his eyes to see a slender wrist holding the bowl in front of his face.
His heart was pounding. Marguerite had snatched the bowl between prison bars.
“Thanks,” was all he could muster. She winked at him.
“Whut appened?” the dog-lover asked.
Ernest ignored his question and took the bowl to the dark staircase for privacy. He aimed
close to the bowl’s rim so Marguerite and his father wouldn’t hear the stream.
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Pat did not awaken until his usual lunchtime hunger pangs. He figured it was about time
to give the prisoners their daily meal when he noticed his right hand was in a bowl of warm
water and his tights were soaking wet. Disoriented from his long nap, he took his hand out and
began wiping it on his cloak before he realized that it hadn’t been in water at all. In fact, it was a
bowl full of urine. He cursed, stumbling around in search of clues to what had happened. He
checked under the stairs and in dark corners, but he was at a complete loss.
Ernest emerged from one of the empty, unlocked cells, laughing at his father. Pat had
completely forgotten his son had accompanied him to work, or that this was even still the same
day. His face contorted so strongly between confusion and rage that all he could spit out was,
“YOU!”
But Ernest was not frightened. He took off down the hall, his father attempting to follow behind.
He weaved in and out of the cells and up and down the stairs. Soon Pat was out of breath and
collapsed on all fours, panting.
Ernest crept quietly behind his father, a knitting needle in each hand. Before he could do
anything, his father turned his head and managed to kick backward, striking Ernest in the shin. A
scream escaped the helpless Marguerite. Ernest grabbed his leg to suppress the shooting pain
while his father crawled toward the wall to reach for a torch. Ernest clenched his jaw and limped
after him.
His father’s fingers were touching the torch before Ernest stabbed into his cloak with all
his might. Pat dropped back down, and Ernest stabbed the other edge of his father’s cloak with
the remaining needle, pinning him to the ground where the stones were held together by dirt.
Ernest’s heart beat relentlessly, and he knew his aim had miraculously been perfect.
“Take dese fings out of me cloak right NOW,” his father’s bellowing voice reverberated
through the dungeon.
“First, I’ll need to take deeese ffings out of your cloak right now,” Ernest mocked him,
swiping the key he had seen the guard hand off to his father. The three prisoners were laughing
and cheering him on as Ernest freed them one by one – first Marguerite, then the slow-talker and
the dog-lover. Pat was wiggling and struggling to talk while the two men helped Marguerite tie
him to the cell bars with his purple yarn. Ernest and his three free friends made their way toward
the back steps.
“Wait. . . please, son,” Pat called out, groveling, “I’m so. . . hungry –”
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“Father, a day without food won’t kill you. The next guard will find and help you soon
enough,” Ernest replied.
“But I’ll be fired, you scum!”
“Or worse,” one of the men pointed out, snorting.
Marguerite interjected, “I am terribly sorry, Pat was it?”
“At’s right.”
“Pat. Did you know today was Ernest here’s birthday?” She wrapped her arm around
Ernest’s shoulders. Pat stopped struggling. “That is what I thought. I have no sympathy for you.
Sweet dreams, you git.”
Indeed, when the handsome prison guard returned to the ridiculous scene, he untied the
snoring Pat. After allowing Pat to explain his side of things, the handsome man asked, “What
kind of unbelievable coward tries to blame an entire dungeon mutiny on his own son? Haven’t
you learned to own up to anything you muck up by now?”
“The only fing I learned is knitting is an at-home sport,” Pat replied.
The handsome guard promptly quit his job after realizing his desire to pursue any
position besides prison-guarding and was soon knighted for being recognized as one of the best
fencers of his time.
When Lord Edmund II granted Pat the opportunity to explain what had happened, he was
so amused that he decided not to send a search party for the three escapees’ and granted Pat a
promotion. Pat became Lord Edmund II’s food-tester. He could never eat more than a bite of
each dish during the delicious castle feasts, and, of course, there was the risk of a painful
poisonous death each time he ate.
Ernest went home to his mother and three sisters, who all reaped the benefits of Pat’s
promotion, as he was forbidden to leave the castle grounds to spend his money. The two male
prisoners returned to their respective families (and dogs). Marguerite was courted by and
eventually married the handsome prison guard (now a widely respected knight) who offered to
give Ernest fencing lessons for free.
Ernest grew into a fine and brave knight as well, proving himself worthy of Britain’s
admiration. Thus, sparked the wild tales of SIR ERNEST THE EARNEST, and how there
was not another “take your child to work day” for centuries.
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L.A.
It was Los Angeles, California.
Population: approximately 4 million.
That, I could believe, even though the airport looked smaller than I had pictured.
Famously beautiful weather. Famously beautiful people.
And it did seem like everyone was particularly good-looking. They were thinner, evenly
tanned, and girls all seemed to have long hair and designer clothes. I was sure everyone could
tell I was from Michigan. I knew I should have whitened my teeth. And why were everyone’s
carry-ons the same size as my checked luggage?
I texted Kat that I was at baggage claim, chugged the rest of my apple juice, and waited.
The blonde-haired guy I had sat next to on the plane gave me an awkward wave. He had tried to
make conversation with me, so I told him I was staying with my godmother and her husband for
the summer.
“What exactly does a godmother do?” he had asked.
“Apparently not much,” I said.
“What’s her name?”
“Kat,” I replied, “Well, Katherine – I’m named after her.”
“Man, your parents must really like her.”
I almost laughed. “She was their favorite niece until she moved out here.”
He had done a convincing-enough job of feigning interest until he started trying to
impress me with his basketball injuries and how his sister was friends with famous people. I
could feel the man seated on the other side of me rolling his eyes.
The screen of my iPhone lit up and I scanned the rows of cars for a 2006 Ford Focus. Kat
spotted me, waving excitedly through the passenger window. I opened the door to be hit with a
loud nasally woman’s voice I didn’t recognize. I hesitantly put my bag in her back seat and
climbed in next to her.
“Don’t make any hasty decisions. I know you haven’t been getting sleep lately,” the
voice was saying, “and you’re discouraged about where you’re at in your acting career –”
“Okay, I’ll have to call you back. I just picked up my cousin,” Kat replied in a falsely
pleasant voice and hung up. She turned to me with a now genuine smile and gave me a warm
hug. She was rocking a post-Les Mis Anne Hathaway haircut and I thought she looked even
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cooler than I remembered. Then she said, “Sorry about that. I was kind of in the middle of
quitting my job just now.”
Wait.
Was this the same job I had spent my savings to fly across the country and intern for?
I did my best to sound calm, “Was that the talent manager you’re the assistant of? Slash,
were you planning to quit today?”
She sighed, her eyes on the road. “Not really, but I’ve been wanting to for a while. I’m
glad I could at least open up the conversation about quitting soon. And I think she took it well.”
She chewed on a fingernail for a moment before adding, “She’s just been such a negative energy
in my life the past couple of years and I want to focus on acting right now. That’s what I really
want to be doing.”
“Yeah, that makes sense,” I lied. She was forty now, living in a tiny apartment with her
husband, a writer, both waiting for their big break.
“But, Katherine, look at you!” she squealed, “I’m so excited you’re here. How are you
doing? How was the flight?”
“I thought I saw Jeff Bridges sneaking off a plane but I’m also delusional.”
She laughed, “You never know.”

~
Los Angeles.
Where you can hang your wet towel outside without fear of rain. No need for seasonal
depression here.
Diversity: more than at home.
Shake Shack: best burgers ever made.
Hikes: trendy girls pair leggings with cute sports bras and walk with their little dogs or bronzed
boyfriends.
Beaches: When you stay in bed (or for me, on the couch) all morning, people may ask if you’re
okay. If you lay out on the beach all day, no one is concerned. They may even commend you for
your “fun day.”
Hollywood Sign: produces instant tingly feelings all over.

~
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With Kat and me jobless, she insisted we treat ourselves to a summer of coffee,
massages, shopping, comedy shows, game shows, escape rooms, hikes . . . everything. She used
my being there as an excuse to vacation while she waited for her agents to inform her of
auditions, which she occasionally attended. For how much she talked about needing money, she
sure didn’t live like it. I attributed this to a childhood of never having to think about money.
Of course, I enjoyed having nothing to do, but the summer was starting to go by too
slowly. I felt trapped without a car or money to spend on Ubers. I also harbored some guilt for
being Kat’s excuse to spend money. As fun as she was, I began to notice that the highlight of
each day was when her husband came home from work.
Danny reminded me of a gentle giant. He was thoughtful, considerate, and had a way of
making sure everyone around him felt at ease. He was always kind, but I thought something
about him seemed to exude a kind of deep sadness. Maybe it was just exhaustion. He was a script
coordinator for the current sitcom he was working on, but he had worked on, like, twenty-five
different shows. What he really wanted to do was write movies. After weeks of my begging, he
finally sent me one of his scripts and I read it in a day. Twice.
He called me his “movie buddy” and we took turns picking what we would watch almost
every night after Kat went to bed. Her insomnia had gotten worse, so she was always trying to
knock herself out with sleeping pills early in the evening. She also didn’t seem to like movies as
much as I imagined someone who wanted to be in them so badly would. She said she was glad
that Danny had someone else to watch movies with.
“It’s my turn to choose what we watch tonight,” he said, bouncing his bushy eyebrows.
“Now I know you don’t like horror movies, but there’s this one dealing with parallel universes I
think you’re gonna–”
“I finished your script,” I blurted.
His dark eyes lit up. He stared at me, “Already?”
“I couldn’t put it down,” I said, “I absolutely loved it.”
It was the happiest I had seen him all summer, but that wasn’t saying much. I told him
how his writing had made me cry and which characters made me laugh out loud. We talked for
the better part of an hour about his work.
“Did you base the Judy character on Kat?” I asked.
“Sorta. More on the Kat I fell in love with.”
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“Oh,” I could tell he wanted to retract that statement, but I had to clarify, “Is… is she
different now?”
“Yeah,” he put a large hand through his dark Brillo pad curls, “But, I mean, that’s just
what happens with time.”
I decided to change the subject, “You know, you actually told me you liked time travel
stories last time you came to Michigan for Christmas.”
“You remember that?” he asked. “That must have been, what, six years ago?”
“Seven,” I corrected him, “I was thirteen.” I raked my fingers through my long hair and
watched the wheels spin behind his furrowed eyebrows.
He let out a small laugh. “Good memory.”
I didn’t tell him that I knew Kat didn’t understand his script as well as I did or how I
couldn’t help but envision myself as Judy the whole time I read it. I didn’t tell him that I
remembered everything he told me because he was one of the most fascinating people I had ever
met. I thought it was less insane to say I just wanted to be a writer than an actress like Kat. Or
maybe it just seemed less narcissistic. His writing had reignited feelings of how magical
storytelling felt to be a part of in me, making my time there feel worth it, but I didn’t tell him any
of that.

~
Kat and I were in the little kitchen, attempting to cook a pre-planned meal with step-bystep instructions. It said things like, “The ground beef is in the bag labelled ‘GROUND BEEF.’”
My hair kept falling in my face and I wondered if I could ever pull off short hair.
“Do you think this is half?” Kat asked.
“Looks good to me,” I replied.
“The menu says 20-30 minutes of prep time, but that means it will take me about an
hour.”
I laughed, “Nice to know I’ll never get better at cooking.”
“You’ll just have to marry rich and eat out,” she joked.
“Do you ever wish you did?” I realized how awful that question sounded the instant it left
my lips, but before I could say anything else, she set her measuring cup down.
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“My friends all have complaints about their husbands and boyfriends. But you know
something? Danny is just so perfect that I can never relate. My marriage is the one thing in my
life I couldn’t be happier with.”
She continued to gush about him, and I couldn’t help but think about what he had told
me.
“Are you happy with other parts of your life?” I asked her, chopping peppers on a white
cutting board.
“I mean, neither of us are very happy with where we’re at in our careers,” she answered
honestly. “And I know I’m good at making excuses for myself.”
“What do you mean?”
“Like, I’ve always wanted kids, but I kept holding off in case I got a part or in case it
ruined my figure,” she was staring at the instructions without reading them. “And I always think
if I just didn’t have anxiety that I would be doing more. Or if I had started younger,” she lifted
her head exposing her long, elegant neck. “I know I’m talented, I do. And I have a good look or
whatever, but the thing is, everyone out here is talented and have great looks.”
Not knowing what to say, I settled for a kind of empathic “Hm.”
“But don’t let that discourage you, Katherine.” She was staring hard at me now. “If you
want to be an actress or a writer or anything you want out here, you could do it. You could work
every day if you wanted to.” Kat continued to look like she was studying me, but her mind
drifted somewhere else, “I mean, if I knew then what I know now, I could be so much farther in
my career. I could, like, mentor you! And I promise you, you would be successful.”

~
L.A.
Population: too many. The traffic wastes half your day. Perpetual drought. The brown, dying
earth everywhere will make you miss the vibrant greens of a summer in Michigan. The
Hollywood Sign looks so small in the distance. It looks crooked from erosion. If you’ve seen it in a
movie you’ve seen more than you need to.
Danny volunteered to take me to the airport before he went to work. He was
uncharacteristically quiet for the first 20 minutes. I couldn’t tell if he was stressed about getting
to work on time or just in a thoughtful mood.
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I was bummed because I had been hoping to take advantage of our last time one on one. I
expected us to be talking freely about the movies and music we had introduced each other to this
summer, our inside jokes, his secret passion for ghost-hunting shows, and I would be able to
mention how known he had made me feel without sounding too sappy.
Eventually, he broke the silence.
“Kath. . .” only my dad ever called me that. “Don’t do it.” I opened my mouth to respond
but he wasn’t done. “Just don’t do it. You deserve more than this.”
It remained quiet the rest of the ride.
As we pulled up to the airport, he told me not to be a stranger and I thanked him for
everything.
“Hope I wasn’t too much of a burden.”
“You know we both adore you.” He smiled that sad smile and I closed the car door.
In the airport, people kind of looked like they were starving and miserable. I noticed
more girls who appeared to have fake hair, caked-on makeup or spray tans, and designer clothes
they probably couldn’t afford. People with giant iced coffees, kombucha, or bubble teas.
I bought an apple juice. As the plane lifted, I watched the clouds sink below my window.
And even though they covered L.A., I could see it more clearly than ever before. It was a
wasteland. It was nothing that I expected and everything I thought it would be all at once. But I
knew, deep down, that I would be back there the minute I had my diploma.
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Do You Even Like Boys?
Uncle Bobby sat down across from me at our kitchen table before I could get up to help
my mother, who was passive-aggressively cleaning the kitchen. She had spent the night hosting
Thanksgiving for forty of our relatives and was annoyed at the handful of primarily drunk
remaining visitors. This of course included Uncle Bobby, a man one of my sisters always said
was “good-looking for his age,” something I not only disagreed with but did not know we were
allowed to say.
Soon after he sat down, my cousins (his son and daughter) joined the table with two
chairs separating them from their father. When another drunk uncle and his wife found chairs on
either side of me, I braced myself for the questions I knew were coming.
I was home from college and the long, late-blooming awkward stage I endured was
easing up. My three older siblings had tolerated the regular holiday interrogations about school,
dating, and their futures with grace. So I figured it was a rite of passage to answer the same
questions over and over.
“No, Uncle Bobby. Still never had a boyfriend.”
“Why not?”
I shrugged.
“Don’t guys ask you out?”
I looked around at my father, who was sitting in his favorite chair in the living room. He
was reading something, which might have been his way of silently telling people to leave
already.
“I don’t know, sometimes,” I replied.
“I mean, you’re pretty enough for guys to ask you out.” We seemed to have slightly
different ideas of a compliment. I forced a laugh and his teenage daughter shifted uncomfortably
in her seat.
“Do you have a roommate?” he continued.
“Yeah.”
“Doesn’t she bring guys back to the room?”
Unsure why he wasn’t letting this go, I tried to explain that I attended a Christian school
with “open house” hours. One of the few benefits being that I don’t often worry about coming
back to more than one nakey person at a time.
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“Ohhh, you’re a Christian? So, you’re all pure or something,” he turned to Billy, “I’d
have another beer, but I don’t wanna offend the little Christian.”
He shot me a look of disgust before my usually-talkative Uncle Billy finally attempted to
come to the rescue, “Ay, Bobby, we’re all Christians here.”
It was amazing to me how little someone I had known my whole life actually knew about
me. Sure, I could overlook the annual calling-me-my-sister’s-name thing and the occasional
drink spill, but the last thing I ever wanted to come across as was a self-righteous or judgmental
person.
So, I bit the insides of my cheeks, shook my head, and in an oddly high-pitched voice,
said, “Oh, no, I don’t care. Really, it’s not because of any particular reason, I just haven’t dated
yet.”
Apparently, that was an unsatisfactory answer. He was staring hard at me with pink,
glossy eyes.
“Do you even like boys?”
I felt my face getting hot. There was a long silence at the table. Apologetic looks from
my cousins. My aunt quietly fuming bedside me. An emotionless expression on my dad, still
reading, or pretending to.
“I guess I wouldn’t know, would I.”
Finally escaping my captivity, I got up to have a small cry in my childhood bedroom. I
tried to remind myself how my uncle had no way of knowing I was already terrified I was a 20year-old woman girl incapable of having a healthy relationship. That I had thrown up before,
after, and during time alone with guys.
He didn’t know that no matter how nice or nonthreatening the guy, how casual it was,
how much I rationally told myself it was no big deal to like a guy or (God-forbid) have one like
me back, my body would react like it was in the utmost danger. He still doesn’t.
But he does know that he was unfaithful to his wife for years. And he knows that we all
know that. And, at the time, I desperately wanted him to know the only reason I was behaving

Abraham 25

myself was because his two kids were watching him, embarrassed, silently begging him to shut
up and let them drive him home.
My dad had no way of knowing either. “Oh, he was so drunk, he didn’t mean what he
was saying,” he told me after reiterating how oversensitive I have always been. In all fairness, he
was probably right. It was such a small, seemingly insignificant event in my life, and it feels silly
for something to remain burned into my memory that the person who caused it didn’t even
remember the next day.
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A Letter to My Big Brother/Third Parent
Dear Ross,
I saw a movie the other day called “On the Basis of Sex.” It’s the one about Ruth Bader
Ginsburg you probably never watched because of all the Democratic feminist propaganda or
whatever. Either way, there’s a scene in it that most people in the theater were definitely not
getting emotional during that I was definitely was.
Ruth’s teenage daughter ran to her room crying and her dad came in after her. Without a
word, he sat down by her side and held her. It seemed like he didn’t need to fully understand
what she was upset about. Just the fact that she was hurting was enough for him to care.
My debut in our home videos began with my birth. You are eleven and already holding
me. You say, “She is the most beautiful baby I’ve ever seen,” in front of your other two sisters,
making it that much sweeter for me. Of course, you were dead-set on naming me Samantha, but
luckily Grandma talked Mom out of “Sam Abraham.”
I couldn’t help but notice you holding me in most of these tapes, a trend that continued
for years of video content. I am waddling around in your sweatshirt, as this barely teenaged
version of you is ready to catch me when I fall over the gray material bunched around my feet,
both of us laughing. I could have guessed our bond was special even then.
You must have been such a big help to mom and dad, in their early forties raising four
kids. In our busy household of competitive sports, recitals, church groups, and a revolving door
of friends over, I was fine to be along for the ride, never questioning the way we did things. One
can only be talked over so many times before resigning to a more observant role. Mom admits I
was the easiest child to raise and I assume that’s because I was internalizing my problems to the
point of making myself physically sick, but at least I was obedient. I just wanted to make
everyone proud.
Through the years, you had to drive me around a lot. These car rides were always filled
with something we could sing along to, ranging from Disney songs to alternative rock, many of
which I still picture you singing in different voices when I listen to them now.
I would practice Super Smash Bros. on your GameCube so you wouldn’t be as bored
playing it with me. You introduced me to your favorite movies and television shows. Most
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importantly, I had to see the Star Wars saga all the way through (twice – once in chronological
order and the other in order of release) and we’d have lengthy discussions about each one.
I love our father. I don’t mean, like, our heavenly Father, but our father who art in
Northville. As you well know, empathy doesn’t always come naturally to him. I can’t fault him
for that, with his childhood and what he does for a living, seeing people day after day with much
more at stake than my adolescent ass blubbering over a basketball game or a dress code
violation.
I’m grateful for him, for all he has instilled in us, for all the ways he pushed us, and for
everything he sacrificed to give us the childhoods we had. I’m thankful that he has always helped
me put my problems into perspective. I think he forced us all to soothe ourselves rather than
running to Daddy for every little thing.
But sometimes he made bad jokes at bad times. Sometimes it felt like he was only
interested in me if I could muster enough aggression to grab a couple basketball rebounds.
Sometimes he belittled my opinions. Sometimes he failed to defend me, blamed me for inviting
disrespect by wearing too much perfume or for “acting dumb.” Sometimes he told me the least I
could do was kiss a guy goodnight for paying for a corsage and my prom ticket. And sometimes
all I wanted was for him to put a comforting hand on my shoulder and say he was sorry or that he
had my back.
Then there’s you. Always on the computer in the corner with that golden blanket
wrapped around you. You would let me cry and sit with you for hours, no problem too small.
When you went off to college, I felt more alone. Jenna kept our room and I moved into
yours. It didn’t take long for me to become attached to my little blue bedroom in the corner of
our spacious house. It may have been a hand-me-down, but it was still mine.
All the posters that had completely covered your walls were taken down, leaving them
bare. I was free to put the clothes our sisters had outgrown into the dresser drawers that once
held all those tee-shirts with sleeves you’d cut off. I could put the books I had never picked out
myself on the bookshelf where your vast movie collection once stood. And I slept on the
bedframe that your feet had dangled off the foot of, knees sore from growing too fast.
When it had been your room, the house was full and noisy, and I would welcome the rare
quiet and any time alone in the house. Then, suddenly, I found myself the only kid left. No one
to understand my frustrations with school or mom and dad. I would walk past Jenna and Peggy’s
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empty rooms, still filled with trophy collections and clothes for special occasions. The house was
finally clean all the time. Quiet all the time. It was what I had longed for until it didn’t feel like
home anymore.
Do you remember how you sometimes surprised us by coming home from college? Not
unlike a dog, I would hear the garage door open, yell “Rossy’s home!” and run to fling my arms
around your neck on the welcome mat before you could set your things down. One time, Dad
asked why I never yelled “Daddy’s home” anymore, and it never even crossed my mind that I
was capable of hurting his feelings.
You have your own family now. You have a real daughter who depends on you and loves
you. I’m not your responsibility anymore. I loved your daughter more than I knew I could love
something from the minute I met her. I loved her when I held her screaming little body in my
arms, wondering if her colic was contagious as I choked back my own tears. It was just the two
of us. She wasn’t hungry, she wasn’t tired, she had a clean diaper.
How do you soothe a baby that can’t tell you what’s wrong, or maybe doesn’t even know
herself? Will it take her less time to figure out that I’m not perfect than it took me to realize you
aren’t either?
It had been years since I cried in front of you. Our relationship had changed, and we were
okay with that. But I’ll never forget when we stood in the kitchen of your new big house,
Elizabeth asleep, and your wife watching us.
I was weeping. And the fact that I was a grown-up crying like a baby in front of you two
made me feel even worse about it, even further from your maturity levels. We were supposed to
finally both be adults, and while my feelings were now very grown-up, I was afraid that you
wouldn’t recognize that I was coming from a different place now.
But without a word, you wrapped me in a hug and held me for a long while and I had
everything I ever needed.
Yours, Truly,
Kelly

